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Abstract: Social change is experienced profoundly by adult youth in India, especially in
cities like Delhi with large rural migrant populations. This youth is a generation in transition, with aspirations and experiences that are different from their communities of
origin. However, their perceptions of their world have rarely been documented qualitatively, in their own voice. My doctoral research, titled Transilience, which means ‘to
leap across’, is a practice-based reflection on my work as a social designer within this
milieu, and specifically focuses on how adult youth perceive themselves and their context, to explore ways to reframe the way social design practitioners mediate participatory engagements with youth. This paper represents an integral part of the research;
conversations with adult youth in the urban slums of Delhi, conducted across two continents in the disruption of the pandemic, causing methodological shifts that enhanced
and revealed the research in surprising ways.
Keywords: phenomenology, urban slum, assemblage, youth, assemblage, transformation

1. Introduction
Transilience means to ‘leap across’ from one state of being to another. This word is the title
of my doctoral research, which is a reflection on my work as a creative practitioner in the institutional framework of education and skills in India to interrogate the interrelationships between the actors in this socially hierarchical ecosystem and explore how the notion of transformation is perceived and mediated within it.
While my practice of thirty years has encompassed a wide variety of communities and contexts within India, my doctoral research interrogates my work with adult youth1 at the skill

While the United Nations identifies youth as between the ages 15 and 24 years, the National Youth Policy 2014, by the
Government of India identifies youth as those between the ages 15 and 29 years. Adult youth are those between 18 and 29
years.
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development centres that are set up in low-income areas across India, to train socio-economically disadvantaged2 youth for entry-level jobs in the emerging services sector across
India. This research is specifically focused on youth in the urban slums3 within the rapidly expanding metropolis of Delhi. These youth who form the subject of this research, and I the researcher/practitioner, represent two facets of the skill development ecosystem in the city.
On the surface one might look at us as two ends of the migrancy spectrum. I am a migrant
from another city who is socially and financially privileged, and the youth, migrants from rural areas who are considered socially and financially disadvantaged. On the surface our only
point of connection is the skills centre, where I create learning experiences that the youth
consume in their transition to work life. However, below the surface there is much that connects us. This research is an attempt to explore the layers beneath, through conversations
and participatory engagements that reveal our relational situatedness within rapidly changing assemblages of living, learning, and working in the city.
While my doctoral research is still ongoing, this paper describes the first phase of fieldwork
within the research; conversations with the youth to understand their perception of their
context and explore themes for collaborative engagements later in the research. The conversations which were originally intended as in-person, on-site interviews had to be altered to
online, voice-based conversations due to the disruptions to travel during the global pandemic. The deterritorialization4 (Tomlinson, 1999) that resulted, rather than compromise the
depth and quality of the interaction, enhanced, and revealed the conversations in ways that
were transformational for me, and caused a methodological shift in the way I positioned myself in the research. This paper describes the conversations, explains the shift and the aspects in the conversations that triggered it, and then contextualises these within the larger
framework of the research and my practice.

2. Research context
Delhi and the surrounding National Capital Region (NCR) have a cumulative population of
over 31 million, that increases by almost 900,000 incumbents each year (World Population
Review, 2021). This includes rural migrants who come here for better education and work
opportunities, the poorest of whom gravitate to the slum areas, finding jobs in the nearby
residential colonies and industrial townships. 52% of Delhi’s population lives in these urban
slums (The Hindu , 2009), many of whom are under the age of 30, having come to the city
with their parents, or independently as youth seeking opportunities themselves.

The Indian constitution provides for affirmative action for socio-economic groups that have historically been marginalised:
(Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes; SC & ST); communities of other religions in a predominantly Hindu population (Minorities); communities that are in poverty (Economically Weaker Sections; EWS); and other vulnerable groups or communities that may be considered socially or educationally backward (Other Backward Communities; OBC).
3 Slums in India are defined as areas that are a) unfit for habitation or b) detrimental to health and safety due to dilapidation, overcrowding, and lack of ventilation, light, or sanitation facilities (Government of India, 1956).
4 Deterritorialisation is ordinarily used as a negative impact of globalisation, resulting in the de-linking of cultural identities
and practices. In this case, I use it in a neutral way to describe the delinking of prescribed notions of identities of actors
within the situated space of the skills centre.
2

2

Transilience

The urban slum locations with their concentration of socio-economically disadvantaged
communities can be perceived as disempowering, marginalised, inequitable environments
for youth and they are a popular site for skill development initiatives that partner with government and funding agencies, due to a high concentration of youth with limited opportunities who can be inducted into entry level employment in the services industries that have
mushroomed in Delhi.
My connect with this context occurred a few years ago, when I participated in a Public Private Partnership initiative between the government and industry bodies to skill 500 million
youth across India5. My role as a representative of one of the industry partners was to develop learning systems and engage with stakeholders across an ecosystem that was in a nascent stage and was being developed through thinktanks, seminars and other platforms for
shared experiences. My work brought me in contact with leadership among the industry
bodies and government representatives who framed policies and processes, the local recruitment networks and local skills centres that implemented them, and the youth from lowincome rural and urban communities who were the centre of this vast enterprise but did not
have a voice in how it was being shaped.
Although I had worked with socio-economically disadvantaged youth earlier in my practice
through participatory engagements with stakeholders in education within disadvantaged
communities, the commoditization that I observed in this experience became conflicting for
me. On the one hand was the industry-centric training framework, that looked at youth as
voice-less products in a factory assembly line training process to be sourced, trained, and
placed6 in a mass-intake initiative, and on the other was my own orientation as an educator
and a design practitioner who saw the youth as being in the process of intense social change
in which their participation could be the key to transformation.
Despite our distinctly different contexts and social positions, there was the perception of a
connect in the way the youth and I were placed as less understood actors, evolving our identity and finding our way tactically in the strategic institutional framework of educational and
skills (Certeau & Rendall, 1988).For me as a practitioner on the borders of education, design
and social work, in an environment where social design and its potential to build cross-disciplinary frameworks for participatory future building was not clearly understood or articulated, I was also struggling with issues of identity and voice. My practice had not been situ-

National Skill Development Corporation (NSDC) is a not-for-profit public limited company incorporated on July 31,
2008, as a PPP between the Government of India through Ministry of Skill Development & Entrepreneurship (MSDE) and
the private industry sector, to promote industry involvement in employability training, certification and placement. Youth
under the age of thirty years constitute two-thirds of India’s 1.4 billion population, yet over 27%, or 175 million, of those in
the 15 to 29 age group are considered unemployable, with incomplete education and no formal skills-based training
(Trehan, 2019). The purpose of this initiative was to build a partnership network of skills centres across low-income areas in
India, to source socio-economically disadvantaged youth and train them for placement in entry level jobs in the manufacturing and services industries.
6 Source Train and Place is a model of industry-oriented skills training that was applied by industry training organisations.
Youth were sourced from communities, trained, and then placed in local industries. (Chandrashekhar, 2017)
5
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ated in the clear centre of design, where I could claim ownership of distinct, innovative interventions. The ‘things’ of my practice were ‘socio-material assemblies’ and ‘infrastructuring’
(Ehn, Nilsson, & Topgaard, 2014) within cross-disciplinary teams, where my distinct identity
as a practitioner in a participatory process did not have clarity. For youth, while there is an
abundance of quantitative data on education achievement, family income, employment and
so on, there is very little data on their qualitative experience of being in the world
(Heidegger, 2008), in their own voice.
This led me to undertake a PhD as practice-based research, to problematize this through the
framing of two questions; one from the perspective of youth to explore how they perceive
their context and the idea of transformation within it, and the other from the perspective of
the practitioner to explore how emerging frameworks of social design could be adapted to
create participatory opportunities for youth.

3. Research methodology
This research is structured as a project-based exegesis across three projects. The first is a series of essays on the phenomenology of dissonance, which is a reflection-on (Schon, 1983)
my practice within the industry-centric skills training ecosystem and explores the ethical
conflicts experienced within it, which will be collated as a separate publication. The second is
the conversations with youth, which form the basis for this paper. The third is collaborative
engagements in the form of workshops with youth that explore themes from the conversations to inform our relational situatedness within these themes and will also be structured as
a separate publication. The projects collectively explore the journey across dissonance to
connect, that is referred to as transilience, or ‘leaping across’.
The conversations took place in the period January to March of 2021. Recruitment of participants for the conversations was done in partnership with a privately funded NGO7 that operates urban and rural youth development programmes across India and has over thirty skills
centres in Delhi-NCR. Respondents from all their Delhi-NCR centres were invited to participate with only three criteria for selection: (i) that they should be students or alumni of the
skills centres8; (ii) that they should be between 18 and 29 years old9; and (iii) that they
should speak Hindi10.

I partnered with NIIT Foundation: www.niitfoundation.org
Enrolment at the centre would have involved data collection of demographic details for the participants, so that I would
not have to separately check documents for age, etc.
9 The National Policy for Youth 2014 identifies youth as being in the age-group 15 to 29 years. I stipulated 18 years at the
lower age limit to ensure the individuals were legally adults and so would not require additional ethics clearances.
10 Since I anticipated that many of the participants would be migrants who come from locations that speak any of the 22
official languages in India, I stipulated the one language that we might have in common, so that I would not have to rely on
the services of a translator.
7
8
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The thirty11 participants selected for the Conversations project were from six locations
across Delhi-NCR, that without design fell into each of the three urban slum categories
(Datta, The Illegal City, 2012):
• JJ Colony12: Madanpur Khadar
• Dilapidated historical site: Daryaganj
• Urban Village13: Brahmpuri, Nathupur, Bhangel, Dankaur
The conversations were conducted in a semi-structured format via WhatsApp audio, that the
participants used extensively14. They began with establishing the participants demographic
profile and then went on to questions regarding their perceptions about their life in the city.
While the communication was primarily in Hindi, it was codeswitched15 between English and
Hindi. Language became an interesting element to explore collaboratively later, as one of
the emergent themes.
The data was coded in Nvivo at three levels. The first was a tabulation of demographic information on a spreadsheet. The second was the collation of data around the perception
themes. The third level was the gathering of emergent themes through what was revealed
but not necessarily asked.

4. Research outcomes: The conversations
The thirty youth who participated in this project were all in the age-group 18 to 27 years.
Among them, twenty-four were second generation rural migrants, who had either moved
with their parents when they were young, or they were born in Delhi after their parents
moved there; four were first generation rural migrants and two were not migrants at all, but
the city had moved to their village through the expansion plan.
Twenty-two of the group were first generation learners, with their parents having incomplete or no schooling, but all the participants had completed school and were either in college, through open-university, or doing a vocational course and almost everyone was earning money either through a job or self-employment. Among the participants, there was a
sharp contrast between the kind of work that the parents did and what the participants as-

There are varied opinions regarding the optimum number of participants for this kind of research. I believed that 30 participants would give me a wide enough range of profiles.
12 A JJ Colony (JJ stands for Jhuggi Jhopdi or hut/shanty) is a resettlement colony where tenements have been constructed
for people who were earlier illegal squatters.
13 Villages subsumed in the urban expansion plan – some many decades ago, and some as recently as 5 – 10 years ago.
11

Through my interaction with the NGO partner, I understood that the primary means of communication with students
during the extensive lockdowns was via WhatsApp. Whole families might have a single smartphone used by all members.
15 Code switching is a linguistic term used for the practice of alternating between two or more languages or varieties of language in conversation, that is common within multilingual communities. The participants speak a minimum of three languages. The native tongue of the region they are from, Hindi which is the language of Delhi and a little English, which is
learned in school.
14
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pired to do, for instance: fathers might work as cleaners or security guards in the office complexes or run a tea stall or small grocery store, and mothers, if they worked, did so as domestic help in the gated colonies or ran small businesses like tailoring from home.
The questions asked regarding perceptions ranged across three broad areas; their experiences of mobility and education, the opportunities and disadvantages they experienced as
youth in their communities and in India, and their aspirations and sense of identity within
the social construct. The first two areas have already been the subjects of pre-existing research16, and this paper includes an overview to provide a glimpse into these aspects in their
own voice. The third area is the space where my own perceptions were altered, leading to a
methodological shift in the research.

4.1 Experiences of mobility and education
Most of the participants who were first or second-generation rural migrants had close ties
with their villages of origin, through frequent trips made there to visit extended family. In
some cases, the cause for migration was a family rift, usually over a dispute related to ownership of agricultural land. All the participants who had moved to the city with parents experienced the move positively.
“I like this place very much. Very much. If we had continued to live where I was earlier,
I would not have changed so much, as I have now that I have come here. This place has
been very good for me.” (FA, M22, Bhangel)

For first generation male migrants coming into the city for work away from the supportive
network of family, the experience was not as positive. These individuals found
it difficult to find accommodation and cope with the higher cost of living away from the joint
family structure in their villages of origin.
“…there were some family problems, which is why I had to come away and I saw the
kinds of work people have to do and the conditions in which they live. They go to sleep
hungry and often they have no roof over their heads.” (RJK, M 25, Bhangel)

Although I did not specify the level of education as a criterion for selection, all the participants had completed school in government schools. Almost all the participants spoke of education as a privilege and were deeply grateful to their parents for enabling this opportunity
for them. This was especially so among the women:
“When a girl does well and makes something of herself, it’s a matter of so much pride
for the family.” (AV, F 20, Daryaganj)

For some of the men, the parental expectation linked with their education was daunting, especially in cases where the possibility for a bright future for their child was the only reason
for the parents to move to the city.
“I was brought here specially for studies, so….. I am not really that interested in studies. I just have to do it for my family, that’s all.” (AM, M 19, Madanpur Khadar)
16
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Many participants spoke about a lack of support within the school system in building their
self-confidence and awareness of opportunities, especially for first generation learners who
could not get advice at home.
“If there was somebody older, to guide me at that time, then perhaps I would be doing
something else.” (NS, F 19, Brahmpuri)

4.2 Opportunities and disadvantages as youth
The experience of living in a multi-cultural environment in the city made the participants
aware of the opportunities they saw around them in diverse ways such as being a part of a
digital environment and a more open attitude towards women being educated and aspiring
to work outside the home.
“I got a mobile in my hand for the first time, and as soon as I got it, I started writing
blogs, I got active on social media, got to know about SEO and stuff.” (SH, M 21,
Madanpur Khadar)
“You may know that earlier girls could only aspire to complete 8th and there was no
question of studying beyond 10th. But now, one by one, looking at each other, everyone wants their daughters to study further and do well.” (AG, F 24, Dankaur)

While aware of changes around them, the participants were also aware of the many challenges and disadvantages they face due to the current socio-cultural environment they live
in within their communities, the city and as youth in India. There is the obvious thread of financial disadvantage that runs through their lives due to a low family income, however,
some of the other challenges and disadvantages they articulated were situated in patriarchy
and the opportunity deficit they perceive due to overpopulation and intense competition.

4.3 The disadvantage of patriarchy
All the participants (except the three male first generation migrants), despite being from diverse locations, religions, and castes, live with parents or close family members. The two
women participants who migrated to the city through marriage, live with their in-laws. Most
participants expressed unquestioning acceptance of their parent’s authority and in most
cases, also appreciation for the sacrifices made by the parents to enable their education.
However, in some cases, the difference in perceived opportunities between the parents who
migrated from the village with limited education and opportunities, and the youth born in
the city with better education and opportunities led to a clash in how they perceived their
‘place’17 and their views on the kind of jobs that should be aspirational.
“If (youth) want to talk about doing something innovative on their own, then parents
will beat them down by saying – why are you looking at what’s outside your entitlement…” (SH, M23, Madanpur Khadar)
The word the participants used is “Aukaat” which means status, or the position one holds in society, which I refer to here
as ‘place’.

17
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Patriarchy also presents itself in the differential way that women are treated in the community and the household. The safety issues in Delhi result in restrictions on movement that
chafes some of the participants. I will be exploring some of these statements further in the
collaborative workshops.
“There are plenty of jobs, but the mindset around here is that girls who go out to work
are of a bad character.” (MG, F 20, Dankaur)
“In my own home, I feel it. If you are a girl then you have to live a little suppressed.”
(SM, F 20, Madanpur Khadar)

4.4 The disadvantage of numbers and social positioning
There were two main reasons, among the participants, for experiencing an opportunity deficit. The first is the awareness of the large youth population and increasing numbers of educated youth all vying for the same jobs.
The second reason is a paradoxical one, where constitutional amendments instituted as affirmative action for historically marginalised social groups, through reservation of seats in
parliament, government jobs and higher education18, has led to a feeling of exclusion by
those not listed within the classification of socio-economic disadvantage. This phenomenon
is emerging as a critical and complex aspect of the socio-political ecology in India, with a reverse trend of communities protesting, sometimes violently19, to be categorised as disadvantaged.
The participants, who all live in the urban slums, are from a variety of different castes and
social groups. I did not ask about caste or religion in the conversations, but the responses to
the question on opportunity indicated those who felt disadvantaged by being excluded from
the reserved categories. This indicates a caste-wise heterogeneity among the migrant communities, against the generally held belief that they are mostly from lower castes20.
“The category you are in caste wise is very important. There is such a high percentage
allocated to low castes and I see people in general category trying over and over again
for seats.” (NK, M 19, Bhangel)

The complex idea of social positioning through the lens of caste identities within the urban
slum experience is beyond the scope of my research. However, it is one of themes that I
seek to explore phenomenologically in the collaborative workshops with some of the participants.

The entire list of Constitutional amendments is provided in this legal e-journal by Sujoy Paul: https://www.legalserviceindia.com/legal/article-7730-reservation-in-india.html
19 There have been periodic episodes of reservation related riots, where communities demand that the state puts them in a
reserved category. Recent riots of the Jat community in Haryana led to 20 deaths and 200 people injured:
https://scroll.in/article/804313/jat-violence-what-exactly-happened-in-haryana-and-why
20 Census based data has shown a co-relation between increasing numbers of Dalits in urban areas against a decreasing
number in rural areas, implying a high rate of rural to urban migration compared to other communities: https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/slum-numbers-show-cities-dont-help-dalits-shed-caste-7072206
18
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4.5 Aspirations and identity within the social construct
The participants are situated at the borders of two very different worlds: the world of their
past embodied by their parents and extended family both in the city and their village of
origin; and the world of their future in the city where they feel a sense of potentiality beyond what might have been historically within reach of their communities. How they comprehend their context and perceive their own identity within it, has been a pivotal aspect of
my research. When I began my research, my empirical and tacit knowledge of socio-economic disadvantage within the space of education and skills gave me an impression of adult
youth at the skills centres in the urban slums as voiceless and lacking agency, and I had approached this research with a transformative ideology. As an educator I believed in the potentiality of youth, but I did not think that they themselves were aware of it and that the institutional framework in which they existed did not do enough to make them aware of or
support it (Roy, 2022)
The conversations radically altered this impression. I do not diminish the very real socio-economic difficulties that the participants experience:
“Our financial and physical situation has been very bad. I was a year old when we left
everything and came to Noida from the village. Leaving everything behind. My father
used to drink very heavily, so his blood became very weak, like water. From then, this
illness has continued. My father is 5th class pass, my mother has never been to school.
My mother knows how to sew, and she takes in some work. My father remains ill 12
months in the year.” (KK, M18, Bhangel)
“They [parents] never got a chance to study but they were very clear that they wanted
their children to study. They brought us here for that. It’s always in my head that my
parents…like, my father works as a construction labourer now, over the last few days.
He carries heavy bricks up to the third floor. It makes me very sad. And my mother
goes to wash dishes at people’s houses. So, seeing this, I want to just tear this out by
the roots and see my mother living like other people. Like, sitting in their homes and
watching TV.” (RK, F 24, Daryaganj)

However, what came through equally strongly was that the participants did not see themselves as marginalised and neither were they unaware of their own potential. They had, in
many instances, developed an insight and positive self-perception despite the inequities of
their circumstances within the social construct of the city. Some viewed the barriers they experience as a motivation to push themselves more.
“If I had nothing to stop me…then probably I wouldn’t think too much about all this. I
wouldn’t bother to think. These barriers, they actually make it incumbent on us to
think.” (AS, F 23, Bhangel)

While the participants spoke at length about their plans; to get a job that gives them respect
in the community, to get a government job, to set up their own enterprise, to build a home
for their parents, etc.; it was the expression of dreams and desires beyond the concrete and
mundane that stood out for me as windows into their world.
“I want to make myself more capable…… so much MORE…. How can I explain?” (AV, F
22, Daryaganj)

9

Rhadika Roy

“Happiness! I want happiness in my family. I want to create that. It’s my dream and my
challenge!” (KK, M 18, Bhangel)
“Some just say they want, and they get. They don’t have to make any effort, so they
have remained where they are. They haven’t progressed. They don’t have what I have,
simple!!!!! I have my potential; they don’t have that!” (MG, F 23, Dankaur)

This positivity and expanding sense of self that was expressed by so many participants resonated with me in ways that I did not fully comprehend at first, because it was so different to
my prior interactions with similar youth. I felt like I was revisiting a space that was being revealed to me in a completely altered way, that in turn was altering me. I articulate this as a
phenomenology of ‘leaping across’, and it is the catalyst in the way this research is framed.

5. Discussion: Framing the methodological shift
The conversations are the pivot in this research. They had originally been envisaged as a
qualitative inquiry through interviews to develop an ethnography of adult youth within the
urban slums of Delhi. The deterritorialization that resulted from the disruptions of the pandemic paradoxically created a space of emotion and intimacy that revealed the youth in
ways that I had not experienced in my earlier practice. The interviews became conversations, and the ethnography became an interpretive phenomenology, as I felt myself embedded in a shared experience.
Due to the deterritorialisation, the participants only knew me as a random research student
from Australia, and so they didn’t make the adjustments they might have made if they could
situate me as a teacher, a privileged ‘powerful stranger’ (Ehn, Nilsson, & Topgaard, 2014),
someone from the Head Office, who knew them and might have already boxed them into a
space. On my part, the re-orientation of my position as a student-researcher and not a formal representative of an organisation within a rigid hierarchical framework, enabled me to
connect in a more authentic way, without the binary labels of advantage-disadvantage, socially privileged – underprivileged, marginalised-powerful, and so on.
This insight catalysed my research in two ways. The first was a re-framing of the way in
which I had situated myself as an agent in the research, from facilitating transformation for
the youth, to initiating an inquiry into the transformation that a social design practitioner
can undergo in an environment of social change that is taking place faster than it can be
comprehended and clarified. The second was the recognition of this youth as border-dwellers (Mignolo, 2012); an emerging transitional demographic of first-generation learners with
digital access and an awareness of their potentiality, who are labelled as disadvantaged but
do not perceive of themselves as marginalised, who in their urge to expand their horizons
and connect with a wider world, exemplify the idea of ‘cosmopolitanism from below’ (Appadurai, 1996).
The disconnect between the agency in the way the participants perceived themselves, and
the perceptions of them as marginalised and voiceless that I had carried into this research
through my field of practice, became a line of inquiry that I sought to unpack and re-collate
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through the lens of emerging ontological design (Escobar, 2018) and concepts of assemblage
and relationality in the complex social structures of education and design practice in India
(Roy, 2022).

6. Conclusion
“The practice of transformation takes place in the process of enacting other worlds/
practices – changing radically the ways in which we encounter things and people”
(Escobar, 2018).

The disruption of the pandemic and the pivots it necessitated, within the reflective space of
practice-based research, transformed my research from an ethnography of ‘them’ to an interpretive phenomenology of ‘us’ where I turned the spotlight on myself as a researcher and
social practitioner within my field of practice. Through a transition design approach that considers the change in mindset and postures designers need to initiate in themselves (Irwin &
Kossoff, 2021), I set about a re-framing of my own positionality within the research, which I
now take forward in an experimental approach to the workshops as collaborative engagements. By looking back at the power asymmetry and misrecognition inherent in the institutional frameworks of my practice, and ahead to how emerging theories in ontological design
can be applied in collaborative engagements with youth, I hope to contribute to the growing
body of knowledge on how youth participatory action can evolve from within social design
(Roy, 2022).
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